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Hawaiian Flag Quilts: Multivalent Symbols of a
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As RESEARCHERS HAVE amply demonstrated,1 quilts are a rich
source of historical information. Quilt makers' beliefs, concerns,
and emotions are often embodied in quilt motifs and names. Quilt
making, bestowal, and use can reflect interpersonal ties and social
conventions. Quilts can also convey economic circumstances,
political convictions, and social commentary. In every aspect of
their creation and use, quilts provide invaluable insights into peo-
ples' lives and a society's history. Among Hawaiian quilts, one
tradition in particular has much to tell about Hawai'i's past—the
Hawaiian Flag quilt.
Hawaiian Flag quilts are among the best loved and most
revered of Hawaiian quilts and have been created, valued, and
used in the Hawaiian Islands for more than ioo years. Originating
perhaps as early as the mid-nineteenth century, they are identifi-
able by their common design element of repeated Hawaiian flags.
The typical Hawaiian Flag quilt, regardless of its date of creation,
displays four Hawaiian flags surrounding a royal Hawaiian coat
of arms or crown.2 Appliqued or embroidered Hawaiian words
may be a part of the design as well (see figs, i and 2).
Hawaiian Flag quilts differ from other Hawaiian quilts, which
typically feature large applique designs created by cutting sym-
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FIG. I. Attributed name: Ku'u Hae Aloha. Creator unknown. Made before 1918. Collec-
tion of the Honolulu Academy of Arts, gift of Mrs. Charles M. Cooke estate, 1938. (Hono-
lulu Academy of Arts.)
metrical designs from fabric folded in eighths. Hawaiian Flag
quilts combine the piecework construction of flag designs with
appliqued motifs. They are also distinctive in that the quilting on
the flags is done in straight lines; only the center area may be
done in the typical Hawaiian quilt's concentric "waves" that fol-
low the outlines of the motifs. Moreover, they are unique among
Hawaiian quilts for the "intertextile dialogue" between flag and
quilt. Fashioned from fabric first introduced by nineteenth-cen-
tury Westerners and incorporating Hawaiian flag designs, they
intertwine the messages of aloha, or love, conveyed by all Hawai-
ian quilts with a variety of messages tied to the symbolism of the
Hawaiian flag.
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FIG. 2. Attributed name: Ku'u Hae Aloha. Held by Mr. and Mrs. Frank Aseu Young;
possibly created by Mrs. Young, circa 1935. (AH.)
To fully appreciate the messages communicated through the
creation and use of Hawaiian Flag quilts, it is necessary to under-
stand the period that produced the Hawaiian flag as a symbol
of Hawai'i. The nineteenth century was a time of profound
change in the islands. The interactions of native Hawaiians with
Westerners irreversibly affected Hawaiian political history. The
Hawaiian monarchy, established by Kamehameha I at the turn of
the century, was modeled largely upon the British monarchy and
received both political and economic support from the British.
Americans in the islands were also influential and introduced
many Western constitutional elements to the Hawaiian govern-
ment. A number of former American missionaries, in particular,
served as cabinet ministers to Hawaiian royalty. International
interference with the Hawaiian nation was a constant theme
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throughout the century. Struggles with British, French, and
Americans finally culminated in the annexation of the Hawaiian
Islands by the United States. The Hawaiian monarchy was over-
thrown in 1893, and the Hawaiian Islands became a United States
territory (1900-59) and then a state.
The Hawaiian flag, which first appeared sometime between
1806 and 1816, reflects the impact of the Western presence in nine-
teenth-century Hawai'i. To parallel the foreign powers' use of
flags to symbolize their governments, the Hawaiian monarchy
adopted a flag whose canton was based on the British Union Jack.
The red, white, and blue stripes of the Hawaiian flag may have
been modeled on American, British, or French flags' color
schemes. The design of the Hawaiian flag may have undergone
some relatively minor changes up until 1845, when it stabilized in
appearance (various historical accounts report different numbers
of stripes and colors, as well as different arrangements of stripes).3
Significantly, the Hawaiian flag remained a potent political
symbol for the various governments of the Hawaiian Islands in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. First employed as the offi-
cial emblem of the independent Hawaiian nation, the flag later
became the symbol of the Provisional Government (1893), the
Republic of Hawai'i (1894), the Territory of Hawai'i (1900), and
the State of Hawai'i (1959). Since the flag did not change in
appearance after 1843, the use of the flag design within Hawaiian
Flag quilts could not, in itself, communicate the political senti-
ments of the quilt designer. However, the identity of the Hawai-
ian flag in Hawaiian Flag quilts has almost always been presented
as that of a sovereign Hawaiian nation, owing to the flag's juxta-
position with other symbols of the Hawaiian kingdom.
Like the Hawaiian flag itself, the Hawaiian quilt evolved as a
distinct Hawaiian form of expression in the nineteenth century.
Although fashioned from Western fabric, thread, and needles, the
Hawaiian quilt extended many of the uses associated with native
kapa, or bark cloth.4
As prized objects that have always served to display the quilt
maker's creativity and sewing skills, all Hawaiian quilts carry the
value placed on countless hours devoted to a quilt's completion.
Perhaps of greatest importance, however, is an acknowledgment
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of feelings which inspires the creator of a Hawaiian quilt and
guides her or his decisions about the quilt's use. As precious fam-
ily heirlooms displayed on special occasions in the home or as
esteemed gifts to friends, relatives, and associates, Hawaiian
quilts have usually signified and celebrated important relational
bonds. Within Hawaiian Flag quilts, the value of family ties and
strong interpersonal bonds is intertwined with a person's relation-
ship to Hawai'i, symbolized by the Hawaiian flag. Some of the
quilts bear the inscription or name Ku'u Hae Aloha,5 usually
translated as "My Beloved Flag," which captures the personal
relationship of the creator or owner of the quilt to the Hawaiian
flag and that which it symbolizes.
The messages communicated through Hawaiian Flag quilts
have ranged from affirmations of loyalty to the Hawaiian nation,
protest of political developments, and recognition of individuals'
contributions to Hawai'i, to personal and familial identities,
pride in Hawaiian cultural heritage, and expressions of Hawaiian
uniqueness. Many of these messages have been conveyed simul-
taneously. While some statements have been specific to particular
historical circumstances, others have spanned the years of the
entire Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition. Twentieth-century quilt
makers have frequently drawn upon and referred to political per-
spectives conveyed through earlier Hawaiian Flag quilts in order
to create messages relevant to their own time.
SYMBOLS OF PATRIOTISM AND PROTEST
As the principal, integrating element of Hawaiian Flag quilts, the
Hawaiian flag is central to interpretations and uses of the quilts.
Since the Hawaiian flag represented the sovereignty of the
Hawaiian nation until the last decade of the nineteenth century,
most Hawaiian Flag quilts created in the nineteenth century car-
ried explicit political messages. The most basic message of all,
and one that pervades the quilts of the nineteenth century, was a
statement of patriotic loyalty to the Hawaiian nation and its rul-
ing monarchy. However, given the ongoing threat of political
domination of the islands throughout the nineteenth century, it is
probable that any Hawaiian Flag quilt created in the century
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reflected, to some degree, the creator/owner's concern with the
political future of the Hawaiian nation. As political symbols,
Hawaiian Flag quilts could simultaneously glorify and celebrate
the Hawaiian nation's sovereignty expressed through its political
symbols, convey expressions of loyalty to the independent Ha-
waiian nation and the Hawaiian monarchy, and communicate
Hawaiians' resistance to foreign political domination.
Although no Hawaiian Flag quilts have definitively been dated
earlier than the 1870s or 1880s, a hypothetical 1843 origin for the
quilt tradition could certainly accommodate the simultaneous
messages carried by Hawaiian Flag quilts of the nineteenth cen-
tury.6 In that year Lord George Paulet claimed the Hawaiian
Islands for the British and raised the British Union Jack over the
islands. Significantly, he called for all Hawaiian flags to be
destroyed.7 Lord Paulet's unilateral act was not sanctioned by his
superiors, however, and five months after the usurpation, the
Hawaiian flag and the sovereignty of the nation were restored.
During festivities to celebrate the outcome of the events, many
Hawaiian flags were displayed.8
Whether or not Hawaiian Flag quilts were, in fact, first created
at this time cannot be determined from present evidence.9 Given
the symbolic content and use of later Hawaiian Flag quilts of the
century, however, the conjecture is plausible enough to have led
some people to accept it as fact. In the fall of 1991, for example, a
tour guide to the Bishop Museum paused before two Hawaiian
Flag quilts and told visitors that such quilts were first created in
1843-
During the final decade of the nineteenth century, a period to
which many Hawaiian Flag quilts have been dated, the mean-
ings associated with the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition took on
heightened significance in light of the manipulation and public
redefinition of the Hawaiian flag by those seeking Hawai'i's
annexation to the United States. In February 1893, when Queen
Lili'uokalani was forced to abdicate the throne, the Hawaiian flag
was flown beneath the American flag. In April of that year, the
American flag was removed, but the Hawaiian flag was flown by
the Provisional Government as the official flag. Later, in 1894, it
was reinstated as the official flag of the Republic of Hawai'i.10
HAWAIIAN FLAG QUILTS 7
In the 1890s many Hawaiians created Hawaiian Flag quilts to
reaffirm the meaning of the Hawaiian flag as the emblem of the
Hawaiian nation and to convey their loyalty to the nation and the
monarchy. Bernice Piilani Irwin, who was 19 in 1893, reported
that,
Ever since the overthrow [1893] a great wave of patriotism had
filled the hearts of the Hawaiians. The streets were filled with man
[sic] wearing hatbands inscribed Aloha 'Aina (Love of Country).
Hawaiian women busied themselves making flag-patterned bed
quilts. . . .11
While reaffirming the Hawaiian flag as the flag of the sovereign
Hawaiian nation, Hawaiian quilters also protested the political
events occurring. The Provisional Government's removal of
crown motifs and other insignia of the monarchy,12 for example,
was symbolically thwarted in the quilts' appliqued motifs of royal
symbols. In those quilts in which the creator chose to incorporate
the motto of the Hawaiian monarchy— Ua mau ke ea 0 ka aina i ka
pono ("The life of the land is perpetuated in righteousness")—a
double reference may have been intended. Not only was the state-
ment a symbol of the Hawaiian royalty, it was also a historical
reminder of the Paulet episode of 1843 and the restoration of
Hawaiian sovereignty. King Kamehameha III delivered the pro-
nouncement at a celebration of Hawai'i's retrieved independent
status.
At least one Hawaiian Flag quilt, attributed to 1899, appears to
"speak" even more directly of the overturn of the Hawaiian
nation with a design element presumably created specifically to
symbolize the political events that had occurred. Believed to have
been bestowed upon Mr. and Mrs. R. Ford by the deposed
Queen Lili'uokalani,13 the quilt incorporates four small Hawaiian
flags in the center area of the quilt, in addition to the four larger
flags on the sides. The four small flags were arranged as two
crossed pairs; one pair was placed above a crown and the other
pair below. Unlike the cantons of the larger flags which appeared
in the upper left-hand corner of each flag, the cantons of the
smaller flags were placed at the bottom left-hand corner, suggest-
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ing the flags were deliberately hung upside down to signal distress
according to nautical practice.
In use, as well as design, turn-of-the-century Hawaiian flag
quilts communicated the re-presentation of the Hawaiian flag as
that of a sovereign Hawaiian nation inextricably linked to the
Hawaiian monarchy. While the Provisional and Republic govern-
ments redefined the Hawaiian flag in public, some royalist
Hawaiians used Hawaiian Flag quilts within their homes to reaf-
firm the flag's original meaning.14 The contrast between the two
groups' definitions of the Hawaiian flag served to highlight
Hawaiians' rebuke of foreign political domination.
A specific use of Hawaiian Flag quilts associated with the
period attests to the synonymy of the quilts with the Hawaiian
flag. There are oral accounts of some Hawaiian families hanging
Hawaiian Flag quilts on the underneath side of the canopies of
their beds during and immediately following the years of the
Hawaiian nation's overthrow.
Stories still circulate of one prominent turn-of-the-century family
who boasted how their children were all born under the Hawaiian
flag—a flag quilt on the canopy of their four-poster bed.15
By literally raising the Hawaiian flag above themselves, the
analogy between quilt and flag could be symbolically strength-
ened. The practice also allowed for sleeping under the quilt with-
out having to use it as common bed covering.16 It is also fre-
quently stated that Hawaiians loyal to the nation and its rulers
could "rest easier" seeing the flag hung in such a strategic loca-
tion. Edith B. Williams states that Victoria Ward, the daughter of
a high-ranking Hawaiian mother and a close friend of Queen Lili-
'uokalani,
. . . hung a Hawaiian flag bed-quilt in the canopy of her four-
poster bed. On the flag were inscribed the words, Ku'u Hae Aloha
(My Dear Flag). It is said she made the remark that she had been
born under that flag and she intended to die under it.17
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SYMBOLS OF PERSONAL POLITICS
Although many Hawaiian Flag quilts of the nineteenth century
may have been primarily created or used to communicate loyalty
to the Hawaiian nation in the face of a crisis of foreign political
domination, the creation and use of some quilts to express day-to-
day allegiance to the Hawaiian nation is affirmed through anec-
dotal information about specific quilts passed down through fami-
lies. In addition to expressing a quilt maker's own loyal stance,
the creation and bestowal of a Hawaiian Flag quilt upon others
could acknowledge and celebrate the recipients' political support
and, in some cases, service to the Hawaiian nation.
Of special significance, given the prominent involvement of
FIG. 3. Attributed name: Hawaiian Flag. Creator unknown; circa 1850s. Owned by Dora
and John W. Kaikainahaole III.
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many haoles (foreigners) in political events that eventually led to
the demise of the Hawaiian monarchy, were numerous gifts of
Hawaiian Flag quilts to Americans, some of whom worked on
behalf of the Hawaiian people and the Hawaiian nation. One
quilt, for example, is "believed to have been commissioned by
King Kalakaua for his friend and advisor William De Witt Alex-
ander, a member of Kalakaua's privy council,"18 presumably
before 1891, when King Kalakaua died. Another quilt is thought to
have been made for Charles Reed Bishop and Bernice Pauahi
Bishop before her death in 1884 (fig. 3). The initials CB and HP
(Charles Bishop and the Honorable Pauahi) are appliqued in the
center.19 As a Hawaiian Flag quilt, the gift probably alluded both
to Mrs. Bishop's status as a descendant of King Kamehameha I
(see below) and to Mr. Bishop's exemplary contributions to the
Hawaiian nation in his capacity as a noble of the kingdom, a life
member of the upper house of the legislature, and a member of
the royal privy council. Even after Hawai'i's annexation to the
United States in 1898, some Hawaiian Flag quilts appear to have
been created and given to people to commemorate a family's
former service to the Hawaiian nation and monarchy. A 1910 quilt
made for Lorrin Andrews II by female members of a church con-
gregation
. . . may well have been chosen to commemorate the family's his-
toric ties with the government of Hawai'i as well as with the old
Mission Church (probably Kawaiaha'o Church in Honolulu).20
Andrews's grandfather was appointed under King Kameha-
meha III to serve as judge of the court of O'ahu in Honolulu in
1845. He later became the first associate justice of Hawai'i's
Supreme Court. Lorrin Andrews himself had already served as
the attorney general of the Territory of Hawai'i when he was pre-
sented with the quilt.
Among native Hawaiians, genealogical connections could de-
termine political loyalties and positions, particularly for those
who were related to the royal families. In the nineteenth as well as
the twentieth century, Hawaiian Flag quilts could celebrate a
maker's or recipient's genealogical ties to the ruling ali'i (high
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ranking class) of Hawai'i.21 The quilt given to the Bishops (dis-
cussed above) must certainly have carried this message for
Bernice Pauahi Bishop. Similarly, when Rosina Georgetta Ka-
lanikauwekiulani Ayers, said to be a descendant of King Kameha-
meha I, received a Hawaiian Flag quilt as a wedding present in
1877,22 her genealogical link to the first ruler of the Hawaiian
nation may have been noted by the decision to include the
embroidered figures representing the twin guardians of King
Kamehameha. These figures, which are a part of the royal crest,
are often omitted in Hawaiian Flag quilt coat-of-arms designs.23
A tradition among one Hawaiian family specifies that quilt mak-
ers should not use a coat-of-arms design in the center of a Hawai-
ian Flag quilt unless they can trace their genealogies to the royalty
whose crest is represented.24
Other relationships of a political nature may have been sub-
merged within the creation of some early Hawaiian Flag quilts.
When a Hawaiian Flag quilt was commissioned by someone
(e.g., King Kalakaua in a previously discussed example), the
relationship of the person commissioning and the person(s) actu-
ally creating the quilt may very well have been based on signifi-
cant differences in status and power. Some nineteenth-century
Hawaiian Flag quilts documented in the literature on Hawaiian
quilts are thought to have been bestowed upon various individu-
als by members of the Hawaiian royal family. Since personal crea-
tion of such quilts seems highly unlikely, the relationship of the
commissioner and the creator(s) was probably one that allowed
the quilt maker(s) to express loyalty and, perhaps, service to a
member of the political ruling elite.25
SYMBOLS OF CULTURAL HERITAGE
After Hawai'i's annexation to the United States in 1898, the signi-
ficance of creating and using Hawaiian Flag quilts necessarily
shifted.26 As Hawaiians realized that annexation was, in the
words of one local newspaper, "Here to stay!" Hawaiian quilters
created Hawaiian Flag quilts to commemorate the Hawaiian flag
and other symbols of the former island kingdom, to express pride
in Hawai'i's cultural heritage, and to express feelings of loss for
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their former nation.27 Significantly, the new messages of twenti-
eth-century Hawaiian Flag quilts were contingent on replicating
the same motifs used in nineteenth-century quilts. The Hawaiian
Flag quilt tradition continued as a viable expression of twentieth-
century emotion and ideology precisely because it recalled
Hawai'i's past through the symbols of the past.
From the beginning of the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition, the
quilts carried references to the impact of Westerners on Hawaiian
society, inasmuch as the Hawaiian flag and the royal coat of arms
themselves were borrowed from Western symbols. At the same
time, however, the modifications of the borrowed symbols con-
veyed historical information unique to Hawai'i. The eight stripes
of the Hawaiian flag, for example, signified the eight major
islands of the island nation. The puwalu (flag of Hawaiian chiefs),
puo'ulo'u (tabu sticks), kahili (feather standard), spears, taro leaf,
and twin guardians of Kamehameha I (Kamanawa and Kameeia-
moku) incorporated into the royal coat-of-arms designs celebrated
symbols of the early Hawaiian chiefs.
Yet, despite the historical symbolism internalized within the
Hawaiian nation's flag and coat of arms, the motifs of nineteenth-
century Hawaiian Flag quilts referred primarily to the (then)
present. With annexation and the termination of the Hawaiian
nation, the Hawaiian flag, crown, and royal coat of arms were no
longer symbols of a sovereign nation. Like the historical symbols
they incorporated, they became a part of Hawai'i's historical leg-
acy. The decision to continue using the same motifs of nineteenth-
century Hawaiian Flag quilts in twentieth-century quilts allowed
quilters to commemorate the symbols of the Hawaiian nation.28
The preservation of the nineteenth-century Hawaiian Flag
quilt tradition in twentieth-century replications of earlier quilt
designs served not only to honor and preserve the original mean-
ings of the quilts' symbolic motifs, but also, very importantly,
commemorated earlier Hawaiian Flag quilts themselves as part of
a Hawaiian cultural and political legacy. In some cases, exact
duplications of older Hawaiian Flag quilts were created to pre-
serve the original quilt design and meaning of a quilt for a
family.29
Although most Hawaiian Flag quilts created in the twentieth
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FIG. 4. Hawaiian Flag Quilt/A History. 1983. Designed and pieced by Elizabeth A.
Alcana. Quilted by Kathie Dallas. Owned by Elizabeth A. Akana. (Photograph by Sharon
Risedorph.)
century have commemorated and extended the quilt tradition of
which they are a part by replicating the same elements of compo-
sition found in earlier quilts, a few recent quilts "speak" visually
of the quilt tradition and its history in innovative ways. A quilt
designed by Elizabeth A. Akana was part of a 1984 Honolulu
exhibit that featured Hawaiian Flag quilts exclusively. The quilt's
motifs include an 1843 Hawaiian crown and the 1845 and 1883
royal coat-of-arms designs respectively. All three motifs surround
two Hawaiian flags—one with eight stripes and the other with
seven. Titled Hawaiian Flag Quilt/A History, the quilt is the artist's
statement of historical changes that might have occurred in the
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Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition if it existed as early as the mid-nine-
teenth century (fig. 4).30 Another quilt created in 1989 by John W.
Kaikainahaole III commemorates the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradi-
tion in composition, even as it introduces changes in motifs. The
four Hawaiian flag designs are based on four different versions of
the flag reportedly used in nineteenth-century Hawai'i;31 an
applique design of 'Iolani Palace, a royal symbol not used in other
Hawaiian Flag quilts, replaces more traditional motifs in the cen-
ter of the quilt (fig. 5).32
Since Hawaiians were encouraged to become "American" dur-
ing the territorial years (1898-1959), the creation and display (pub-
lic or private) of Hawaiian Flag quilts during the first half of the
twentieth century may be interpreted as native Hawaiians' politi-
cal statement of pride in their ethnic identity and cultural heritage
FIG. 5. 'Iolani Palace. 1988. Designed by John W. Kaikainahaole III. Pieced and sewn by
Dora Kaikainahaole (Mrs. John W. Kaikainahaole III) and Lei'aloha R. Kaikainahaole
Holmquist. Owned by Dora and John W. Kaikainahaole III.
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in the face of public policies of assimilation. As Michael Kioni
Dudley and Keoni Kealoaha Agard point out, during the territo-
rial years Hawaiian language was forbidden in the schools, and in
many native Hawaiian homes Hawaiian language and culture
were not passed down.33 In light of these circumstances, those
Hawaiians who chose to honor the memory of the Hawaiian mon-
archy, nation, and the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition itself could
express their disagreement with the policies that discouraged
"Hawaiianess" through the preservation of old Hawaiian Flag
quilts and the creation of new ones.
The earliest documentation of the Hawaiian Flag quilt as a cul-
tural symbol embodying a political history is associated with the
1933 quilt exhibition sponsored by members of the Mokihana
Club, a Kaua'i women's literary, civic, and social club. Among
108 Hawaiian quilts publicly displayed at the Lihue Parish Hall,
at least six (and perhaps more) were Hawaiian Flag quilts (see fig.
6). They and other quilts featuring Hawaiian monarchy coat-of-
arms and crown designs were prominently arranged on the stage
area of the hall, a location that indicated the esteem in which
FIG. 6. Hawaiian Flag quilts on display at the 1933 Mokihana Club Quilt Exhibit. (Kaua'i
Museum.)
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they were held. Quoting from an address delivered in conjunction
with the exhibit, the local newspaper reported one organizer's
remarks:
First come those embodying the Hawaiian flag, with sometimes
the Coat of Arms, and again with a Coat of Arms alone. These
were particularly popular at the time of our annexation to the
United States, as some people were afraid they might not be able
to keep their loved Hawaiian flags, and therefore sought to pre-
serve them in their quilts, hence their general name Kuu Hoe [sic]
Aloha. These are in many different styles, and we have a few
represented on the stage.34
As the political climate changed during the second half of the
twentieth century to accommodate tourists' increased interest in
Hawaiian culture and the public reclamation of Hawaiian culture
through cultural revitalization activities, Hawaiian Flag quilts
began to play an even more prominent and public role as symbols
for Hawai'i's past. For the past quarter century, Hawaiian Flag
quilts have been displayed prominently and proudly in many
Hawaiian museums and some tourist sites. Hawaiian Flag quilts
are also featured in Hawaiian quilt exhibitions organized for local
viewing and sent to the u.s. mainland and other countries.
Recently, Hawaiian Flag quilts, along with other Hawaiian
quilts, have been the subject of television programs.
One of the most interesting aspects of the ongoing Hawaiian
Flag quilt tradition is the role that the quilts, particularly the old-
est ones, have come to play in recalling the Hawaiians' past. As
symbols for native Hawaiians' struggle to retain autonomy as a
nation and a people, the creation and use of Hawaiian Flag quilts
of the last decade of the nineteenth century have been emphasized
almost to the exclusion of all other periods and messages in the
Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition. Moreover, certain fallacies and
exaggerations have been perpetuated because they seem "to make
sense" in light of the emphasis placed on the quilts as symbols for
Hawaiian autonomy.
The element of secrecy figures prominently in many statements
made about Hawaiian Flag quilts of the late nineteenth century.
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Some writers have suggested that the reason some Hawaiian Flag
quilts were hung under canopies of beds was to conceal them and
avoid treason.35 Other writers have stated many quilts had floral
designs on their reverse sides so that owners could conceal the
symbols of the Hawaiian nation.36 Since the display of the Hawai-
ian flag was never a treasonable act, and only one Hawaiian Flag
quilt with a reverse floral pattern has been reported, the stories
seem more apocryphal than factual.37 The stories of impending
loss (with an emphasis on the flag as object) and concealment are
best viewed as the twentieth-century perspective on the conse-
quences of the political events—Hawaiians' loss of political sover-
eignty and national autonomy.
SYMBOLS FOR HAWAI'I
Encompassing the past within a quilt form of the present, Hawai-
ian Flag quilts of the twentieth century have come to symbolize
Hawai'i and all residents of the Hawaiian Islands. In a manner
paralleling the way in which the territory and state of Hawai'i
incorporated symbols of the former Hawaiian kingdom into their
own political emblems,38 Hawai'i's residents of other ethnicities
have joined native Hawaiians in embracing the Hawaiian quilt as
a symbol of Hawai'i.
Information about specific quilts suggests that the Hawaiian
Flag quilts were beginning to figure as articles valued for their
association with the Hawaiian Islands in the early part of the
twentieth century. One quilt, for example, was cooperatively
created in 1918 by Wilhelmina Eichinger, who arrived in Hawai'i
in 1914, and a Mrs. Enos, a Hawaiian woman.39 Miss Lucy
Wilcox gave a Hawaiian Flag quilt to Augusta Suder around
1940.40 Although not ethnic Hawaiians, both women were kama-
'aina (native-born) residents. Another Hawaiian Flag quilt was
willed by Hawaiian Prince Kuhio to a friend not of Hawaiian
ancestry with whom he often played cards.41 Hawaiian Flag quilts
were also sometimes bestowed on missionaries and others who
lived in Hawai'i for a time and then returned home.42
Beginning in the 1970s when an interest in Hawaiian traditions
began to flourish among native Hawaiians and other residents of
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the Hawaiian Islands, Hawaiian Flag quilts played even more
prominent roles as symbols of Hawai'i and Hawai'i's past. As
classes in Hawaiian quilt-making proliferated and interest in
Hawaiian quilts spread among Hawai'i residents of all ethnicities,
many non-native Hawaiians made Hawaiian Flag quilts to
express their identity as citizens of Hawai'i.
Others' interest in Hawaiian culture and Hawaiian history
(tourists' in particular) bolstered the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradi-
tion as a unique expression of Hawai'i. In 1976 one prominent
hotel on O'ahu, for example, commissioned Deborah Kepola
Kakalia, a well-known Hawaiian quilter, to create both a Hawai-
ian Flag quilt and an American flag quilt for their 1976 bicenten-
nial celebration.43 The political statement conveyed through the
juxtaposition of the two quilts was one of a Hawaiian past asso-
ciated with the former autonomous nation incorporated into and
celebrated within an American historical holiday. The commis-
sion of a Hawaiian Flag quilt for this bicentennial message
emphasized the period before Hawai'i's statehood, rather than
the period during which Hawai'i has been part of the United
States. A similar statement of the unique character of Hawai'i
within U.S. history was expressed in another American celebra-
tion. Several Hawaiian Flag quilts, along with other Hawaiian
quilts, were displayed at The Great American Quilt Festival,
April 24-27, 1986, in conjunction with the rededication ceremo-
nies of the Statue of Liberty in New York.
CONCLUSION
The Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition has remained strong for more
than a hundred years largely due to the stability of its motifs and
form. As the principal design element of the Hawaiian Flag
quilts, the Hawaiian flag has been tied to the associational values
placed on the Hawaiian quilt form itself, an object intimately
linked with the productive activities and relational values of the
family. Hawaiian quilts intrinsically express aloha. When a
Hawaiian quilter makes and bestows a quilt on someone in the
family, a friend, or an esteemed associate, the quilt conveys the
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donor's emotions. The beloved Hawaiian flag of the Hawaiian
Flag quilt is embedded within a form that also "speaks" with
love.
The vitality of the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition emanates from
the manner in which the stabilized political symbols of the Hawai-
ian nation, rendered through a medium expressive of deeply
felt emotions, have played against the political and attitudinal
changes affecting the Hawaiian nation and the Hawaiian people.
While Hawaiian Flag quilts of the nineteenth century were used
to communicate loyalty and personal service to the Hawaiian
nation, political positions, and protests to foreign domination,
those of the twentieth century have conveyed messages of resis-
tance to antinative Hawaiian policies, commemoration of the
Hawaiian kingdom, celebration of the Hawaiian cultural legacy,
and pride in the unique character of Hawai'i. The symbolic signi-
ficance of the Hawaiian Flag quilts of the twentieth century is
based upon the self-referential aspects of the quilt tradition itself
(and its associated folklore) as much as the meanings attached to
the quilts' motifs.
One indication of the tradition's significance in reflecting
Hawaiians' thoughts and feelings about Hawaiian politics and
society may be cited in a number of other twentieth-century
Hawaiian quilts which have drawn upon the Hawaiian Flag quilts
to create other messages. American flag quilts patterned on the
compositional arrangement of the Hawaiian Flag quilts may be
interpreted as a visual statement of the accommodation of an
American identity into the foundational Hawaiian identity, which
is rooted in the Hawaiian past. Elizabeth A. Akana's design
for a Hawaiian quilt commissioned by the Honolulu Police
Department draws from the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition
in both composition and meaning. By juxtaposing Hawaiian
law enforcement emblems of the past and present with the Ha-
waiian flag designs, Akana was able to create a powerful vis-
ual analogy. The same respect and honor accorded to the Ha-
waiian flag, the Hawaiian past, and the Hawaiian Flag quilt
tradition itself is extended to the Honolulu Police Department
(fig. 7).
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FIG. 7. Police Heritage Quilt. 1992. Designed, pieced, and appliqued by Elizabeth A.
Alcana. Embroidered by Harriet Yamaguchi. Quilted by Kathie Dallas. Owned by Eliza-
beth A. Alcana. (Photograph by Sharon Risedorph.)
With its inherent message of pride in Hawai'i's cultural heri-
tage and history, the Hawaiian Flag quilt tradition is as viable
today as it was in the past. As in former years, the unique tradi-
tion of the Hawaiian Flag quilt provides native Hawaiians and
other residents of Hawai'i with the means to express a wide range
of ideas and feelings. There is every indication that the tradition
of the Hawaiian Flag quilt will undoubtedly continue to thrive.
Powerful as a reminder of the past which shapes the present, the
Hawaiian Flag quilt, like the history of Hawai'i itself, will
undoubtedly be incorporated into Hawai'i's future.
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